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ON  RIGHTLY  ASSESSING  THE  NEAR  VOICES 

"Then  the  King  of  Israel  gathered  the  prophets, 
four  hundred  men,  and  said  to  them,  ' Shall  we 
go  to  battle  against  Ramoth-gilead,  or  shall 
I  forbear?"'       (II  Chronicles  18:5) 


Ahab,  son  of  Omri,  seventh  King  of  Israel,  hus- 
band of  Jezebel,  father  of  Athaliah,  implaccable  foe 
of  Elijah  --  purposed  war  in  his  heart.  Commander  of 
a  standing  army  that  found  it  hard  to  stand,  he  was 
driven  by  a  fierce  desire  to  take  Ramoth-gilead  east 
of  Jordan  out  of  the  hands  of  Syria's  Ben-hadad.  Ahab 
implored  Jehoshaphat,  King  of  Judah,  to  make  it  a  joint 
military  expedition.   He  said  to  his  friend  from  the 
south,  "Wilt  thou  go  with  me  to  Ramoth-gilead?"  (II 
Chron.  l8:3b)  But  Jehoshaphat,  not  altogether  sure  of 
the  rightness  of  the  cause,  said  "Inquire  first  for 
the  word  of  the  Lord,"  (II  Chron.  iBtkh) 

So  Ahab  summoned  four  hundred  dependably  domesti- 
cated prophets  and  put  the  question  "Shall  I  go  to 
battle  against  Ramoth-gilead,  or  shall  I  forbear?"  The 
prophets  answered  as  one  "Go  up  to  Ramoth-gilead  and 
prosper,  for  the  Lord  shall  deliver  it  into  the  hand 
of  the  king."  (II  Chron.  18:11) 

Jehoshaphat  was  not  convinced  by  this  unanimous 
answer.  In  a  gracious,  tactful,  yet  insistent  way  he 
asked,  "Is  there  not  here  another  prophet  of  the  Lord 
besides?"   (II  Chron  18:6)  Ahab  remembered  a  man  whom 
he  had  tossed  into  jail.   "Yes  there  is  one  such  man 
but  I  hate  him  for  he  doth  not  prophesy  good  concern- 
ing me  but  evil."  (II  Chron  18:17)  Under  the  pressure 
of  Jehoshaphat  Ahab  sent  for  Micaiah.  Micaiah  ap- 
peared before  the  king  fully  aware  of  what  the  other 
prophets  had  said.  At  first  he  mimicked  their  response 
and  said,  "Go  up  and  triumph:  they  will  be  given  into 
your  hand."  (II  Chron  18:14)  But  Ahab  detected  the 
sarcasm  and  commanded  him  to  tell  the  truth. 


Micaiah  responded  somberly.   "I  saw  all  Israel 
scattered  upon  the  hills,  as  sheep  that  have  not  a 
shepherd  ...   If  you  return  at  all  in  peace,  the  Lord 
hath  not  spoken  by  me."  (II  Chron  18:16,27)  Ahab  re- 
plied, "Didn't  I  tell  you?  He  never  says  anything 
about  me  but  evil."  (II  Chron  l8:17b)  So  he  had 
Micaiah  returned  to  prison  and  gave  orders  to  put  him 
on  bread  and  water.  The  story  continues,  "So  the  King 
of  Israel  and  Jehoshaphat  the  King  of  Judah  went  up  to 
Ramoth-gilead. "  (II  Chron  18:28)  Oh,  yes,  a  stray 
arrow  found  its  way  to  Ahab's  heart  and  he  died  a  slow 
and  painful  death  in  his  chariot. 


"The  King  of  Israel  gathered  the  prophets  together, 
four  hundred  men,  and  said  to  them,  ' Shall  I  go  to  bat- 
tle against  Ramoth-gilead,  or  shall  I  forbear?   (II 
Chron  18:5)  It  must  be  a  lonely,  tempting  and  difficult 
vocation  to  be  a  Head  of  State.  This  is  one  reason  why 
from  earliest  times  men  who  have  ruled  have  gathered 
about  them  a  coterie  of  advisors.   Call  them  what  you 
will:   counsellors,  confidants,  cabinet  members,  palace 
regulars,  the  inner  circle „  These  become  the  near 
voices  that  affect  decisions  and  move  kingdoms. 

What  a  fascinating  study  it  would  be  to  review 
history  with  an  ear  for  the  near  voices  --  whether  they 
were  heeded  or  resisted  and  to  what  result.   Such  a 
study  would  doubtless  tempt  us  into  a  game  of  "What 
If?"  What  if  Rehoboam  had  listened  to  the  counsellors 
of  his  father,  Solomon,  and  eased  up  on  his  tax- ridden 
subjects?  What  if  Jesus  had  listened  to  Peter  and  not 
chosen  the  way  of  the  cross?  What  if  Pontius  Pilate 
had  listened  to  his  wife?  What  if  Henry  II  had  listened 
to  Thomas  Becket,  or  Henry  VIII  to  Sir  Thomas  More? 
What  if  Mari  e  Antoinette  had  heeded  the  counsel  of  her 
nobles  and  remained  in  the  palace  at  Versailles?  Yes, 
and  what  if  Dwight  Eisenhower  had  not  listened  to  John 
Foster  Dulles'  interpretation  of  the  war  in  Vietnam? 

One  can  appreciate  the  dynamics  at  work  between 
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those  in  power  and  the  near  voices  to  whom  they  listen . 
A  leader  has  to  know  what's  going  on.  After  the  Rus~- 
sian  people  revolted  Czar  Nicholas  of  Russia  reportedly 
said,  "Had  I  known  how  they  felt  about  me  I  would  have 
acted  quite  differently."  Rulers  great  and  small  tend 
to  gather  about  them  a  company  of  men  who  can  tell  them 
what  is  going  on.  Like  the  four  hundred  prophets  that 
Ahab  had  assembled  in  Samaria,  it  stands  to  reason  that 
these  must  be  men  of  compatible  ideology,  else  internal 
wrangling  would  prevent  the  development  of  policy,,  Af- 
ter a  while  the  man  who  assembles  the  near  voices  be- 
gins to  hear  only  what  he  wants  to  hear*  The  choice 
of  the  voice  helps  pre-determine  the  answer. 

in  Ahab's  case  the  four  hundred  did  the  job.   His 
kingdom  was  a  theocracy,  thus  it  was  vitally  important 
that  any  action  of  state  be  given  the  divine  blessing . 
These  prophets  could  always  be  relied  upon  to  put  God's 
imprimatur  on  Ahab's  mad  designs .  Earlier  when  Elijah 
was  calling  for  a  show-down  at  Mount  Carmel  he  addressed 
old  Ahabs  "Send  and  gather  to  me  all  Israel  unto  Mount 
Carmel,  and  prophets  of  Baal  four  hundred  and  fifty, 
and  the  prophets  of  the  groves,  four  hundred,  which 
eat  at  Jezebel's  table.  !^(KingTl8:19)  Those  prophets 
who  ate  at  Jezebel's  table  should  have  known  what  every 
American  business  man  knows,  that  there  is  no  such 
thing  as  a  free  meal.  Whoever  feeds  the  preacher  calls 
the  sermon.  As  in  the  famous  story  of  "The  Emperor's 
Clothes,"  the  near  voices  have  a  way  of  telling  the 
king  only  what  he  wants  to  hear. 

4f   ■#■   ■9t 

Different  in  degree  but  surely  not  in  kind  is  our 
experience  with  the  near  voices.  There  are  three  and 
a  half  billion  people  in  this  world  as  our  human  con- 
temporaries! and  yet,  only  a  dozen  or  so  shape  our  de- 
cisions and  influence  our  behavior.   It's  frightening 
when  you  think  about  it  I  The  inner  circle  —  the 
group  with  whom  we  travel  socially,  professionally, 
academically  --  just  the  tiniest  fraction  of  all  the 
voices  that  might  possibly  reach  us,  are  the  determin- 


ing  voices  of  our  life.   In  Theodore  Dreiser's  classic, 
Sister  Carrie,  he  tells  how  the  central  character  land- 
ed  in  the  city  of  Chicago  and  learned  of  her  new  sur- 
roundings through  one  voice .   "Not  long  after  Carrie 
arrived,  Mrs.  Hale  established  social  relations  with 
her,  and  together  they  went  about.   For  a  long  time 
this  was  her  only  companionship,  and  the  gossip  of  the 
manager's  wife  formed  the  medium  through  which  she  saw 
the  world . "  1 

Like  those  who  rule,  we  need  social  support  for 
our  convictions  and  endorsement  for  our  conduct.  Thus, 
we  gather  about  us  friends  who  share  our  outlook  and 
experience  what  the  hymn  writer  called  the  "fellowship 
of  kindred  minds."  Having  chosen  our  associates,  we 
become  utterly  predictable  in  our  responses  to  life. 
We  have  our  own  commentators  that  we  listen  to,  our  own 
editorial  writers  that  we  read,  our  own  authors,  our 
own  preachers,  our  own  theologians.   This  is  true  wheth- 
er we  consider  ourselves  conservatives,  moderates  or 
liberals.  We  come  under  the  tyranny  of  the  near  voices, 
imagining  ourselves  objective  while  becoming  more  and 
more  subjective  all  the  while.  The  old  saying  is  apt: 
"I  can  handle  my  enemies  but  save  me  from  my  friends." 
James  Pike  in  his  book  Beyond  Anxiety  says,  "Friends 
and  acquaintances  who  may  be  estimable  in  many  ways  can 
be  very  unsuitable  as  counsellors.   The  greatest  danger 
is  the  person  who  habitually  senses  what  we  want  to  do 
and  encourages  the  course  of  action,,"  2 

We  must  be  separated  from  the  near  voices  in  order 
to  experience  radical  change .   Or,  to  use  a  football 
term,  the  interference  behind  which  we  run  must  be 
stripped  if  truth  is  to  have  a  chance.   How  short  lived 
Saul's  encounter  on  the  Damascus  Road  would  have  been 
had  he  gone  that  evening  to  another  meeting  of  the 
Council  of  Jerusalem.   His  old  cronies  on  the  council 
would  have  laughed  him  out  of  his  experience  and  plucked 
up  the  seeds  of  new  life  before  they  had  a  chance  to 
grow. 

I  doubt  that  Malcolm  X  would  have  turned  from  an 
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avowed  hater  of  the  white  man  to  one  who  believed  that 
at  least  some  whites  could  think  and  feel  black  had  he 
not  gone  to  Mecca  alone.   It  was  while  he  was  on  that 
pilgrimage  by  himself  that  he  received  temporary  re- 
spite from  the  near  voices  back  home  which  surely  would 
have  denied  him  his  new  insight  and  pushed  him  back  to 
his  superficial  and  doctrinaire  position.. 

Jehoshaphat' s  question  is  our  question:  "Is  there 
not  here  a  prophet  of  the  Lord  besides?"  After  we  have 
listened  to  the  friends  with  whom  we  lunch,  with  whom 
we  worship,  with  whom  we  correspond;  after  we  have  read 
our  favorite  periodicals  till  their  edges  bend  with 
use  --  the  question  rises  in  the  human  heart,  "Is  there 
not  here  a  prophet  of  the  Lord  besides?"  --  someone 
who  can  straighten  us  out. 

Ahab  had  such  a  man  in  Micaiah.   If  only  Ahab  had 
learned  to  weigh  his  voices  rather  than  count  them  he 
would  have  been  around  a  little  longer.  What  do  we 
mean  when  we  say  a  man  is  prophetic?  We  do  not  mean 
that  he  has  an  uncanny  ability  to  predict  the  future. 
Only  in  a  secondary  way  is  that  true*  One  is  prophetic 
who  has  a  way  of  transcending  the  immediate  and  coming 
to  us  with  a  vertical  word  that  cuts  across  our  pre- 
judices.  Such  a  message  addresses  us  from  the  other 
side  and  is  thus  distinguished  from  the  special  plead- 
ing that  we  hear  in  other  voices. 

Prophetic  voices  usually  come  from  the  wilderness. 
Only  the  man  who  is  in  the  wilderness  is  free.  Nobody 
owns  him.   It  is  not  without  significance  that  before 
Moses  was  a  prophet  he  was  on  the  backside  of  the  des- 
ert for  forty  years,  being  debriefed  regarding  society 
and  briefed  concerning  God.  Amos  was  a  prophet  who 
came  upon  the  scene  from  the  hills  of  Tekoa.   John  the 
Baptist  who  heralded  Jesus'  coming  was  a  voice  crying 
in  the  wilderness. 

John  Steinbeck  said,  "I  believe  that  all  men  are 
honest  where  they  are  disinterested.   I  believe  that 
most  people  are  vulnerable  where  they  are  interested. 


-  5  - 


I  believe  that  some  men  are  honest  in  spite  of  inter- 
est." 3  If  you  are  as  I  am  today,  you  are  hungering 
for  a  voice  that  is  authentically  prophetic.  One  spe- 
cial interest  voice  cancels  out  another-  Who  has  the 
word  from  above?  When  the  answer  to  the  question 
"What's  in  it  for  him?"  is  "Apparently  nothing , "  you 
may  be  close  to  a  prophet. 

We  suffer  in  this  nation  today  from  a  lack  of  ob- 
jectivity as  to  where  we  are  vis-a-vis  the  purposes  of 
God.  Generals  are  not  the  best  advisors  on  whether  a 
nation  should  go  to  war  --  after  all  they  need  a  place 
to  practice.  The  playwright  is  not  the  most  reliable 
judge  on  the  degeneracy  of  the  stage  --  after  all  he 
needs  the  theater  to  live.  The  black  militant  is  not 
the  most  objective  counsellor  on  what's  good  for  the 
city  --  he  has  vengeance  in  his  heart  and  a  following 
to  maintain.  The  wealthy  are  not  the  surest  guides  on 
matters  of  law  and  order  --  they  have  too  much  to  pro- 
tect.  Science  and  industry  are  not  supremely  qualified 
to  set  national  priorities.-  they  stand  to  make  too 
much  out  of  a  further  expanded  technocracy.   "Is  there 
not  here  a  prophet  of  the  Lord  besides?"  Leon  Nobes 
gets  at  what  we  feel  when  he  writes: 

"It  is  well  to  gather  in  little  groups 
and  speak  with  therapeutic  goals  in 
mind  to  free  us  from  our  old  anxieties; 
And  for  sure,  'tis  well  to  assume  the 
pleasant  air  of  parlour  talk,  the 
engaging  tone  and  manner  that  level 
us  as  one . 

But  please,  dear  God,  let  not  all  the 
Bryans  die,  nor  cast  out  all  the 
heroes  from  Olympus,  nor  quench 
their  fire. 

Upon  occasion,  let  us  hear  the  ancient 
brimstone,  the  spoken  words  that 
burn  and  sear. 

Conversation  may  reach  our  minds;  only 
passion  can  touch  our  souls  I"  k 
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Ahab's  hope  was  in  Micaiah.  Our  hope  is  in  Jesus 
Christ.  On  this  first  Sunday  of  Advent  let  it  be  re- 
membered that  Jesus  came  to  be  a  prophet,  to  say  some- 
thing to  us  from  beyond,  something  that  is  essentially 
timeless  but  ever  timely.  Ahab  kept  his  prophet  locked 
up,  and  we  have  done  about  all  we  could  possibly  do  to 
neutralize  our  prophet.  We  set  him  in  the  flim-flam 
of  Christmas,,  We  sentimentalize  him.  We  westernize 
him.  We  Americanize  him.  We  Anglo- Saxonize  him.  But 
the  one  thing  we  cannot  do  with  Christ  is  assimilate 
him.  For  the  truth  comes  home  to  us,  the  closer  we 
get  to  Christ,  that  we  did  not  produce  him,  we  received 
him.   He  comes  alongside  of  us,  taking  our  history  se- 
riously, but  he  speaks  the  vertical  word  of  judgment* 
He  is  history's  plumb-line  par  excellence •  It  is 
through  him  we  know  when  our  walls  lean  and  when  our 
floors  are  tilted. 

This  is  why  Bultmann  said,  "None  of  the  prophets 
was  of  absolute  importance,  one  follows  upon  another. 
No  new  revealer  follows  Jesus ;  in  him  the  Revelation 
of  God  is  once  for  all  given  to  the  world,  and  this 
Revelation  is  inexhaustible.  For  whatever  new  knowl- 
edge may  yet  be  given  the  Church  by  the  Spirit,  it  will 
all  be  only  a  reminder  of  what  Jesus  said  (John  ±k:26) 
-  or,  as  Jesus  says,  'he  will  select  from  what  is  mine 
and  declare  it  to  you.'"  5  (John  ±6:±k)     This  is  why 
John  Stuart  Mill  could  say  to  a  youth  with  a  serious 
problem:  "Young  man  do  anything  you  know  that  Jesus  of 
Nazareth  would  approve  I " 

I  have  a  friend  in  the  ministry,  a  Baptist,  who 
preached  a  few  years  ago  at  Christmas  on  the  subject 
"If  Only  They  Would  Stay  Kittens."  I  didn't  get  to 
hear  or  see  that  message  but  I  think  I  know  what  he 
was  getting  at.  Most  of  us  are  drawn  to  kittens,  es- 
pecially when  encouraged  by  the  enthusiasm  of  children. 
But  we  frequently  back  away  from  taking  kittens  home 
because  we  know  they  won't  stay  kittens  long.  They  will 
grow  and  develop  a  will  of  their  own  and  become  prob- 
lems.  If  only  Jesus  had  stayed  a  baby.  Then  we  could 
have  read  into  him  what  we  wanted  from  him.  We  could 
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have  named  him,  and  applied  him,  and  controlled  him. 
But  old  Simeon  vas  right  when  he  said  "Behold  this 
child  is  set  for  the  fall  and  rising  of  many  in  Israel 
that  thoughts  out  of  many  hearts  may  "be  revealed." 

(Luke  2:3^-35) 


This  week  I  received  in  the  mail  a  long  rectangu- 
lar unsigned  card.   I  have  an  idea  who  sent  it,  but  no 
matter.  The  card  says  simply  "Repent  and  be  saved." 
But  it  has  a  footnote  that  reads  "If  you  have  already 
repented,  please  disregard  this  notice."  I  suspect 
that  most  of  us  in  the  church  feel  that  we  have  re- 
pented and  that  the  Advent  call  is  for  someone  other 
than  us.   But,  my  friends,  the  call  is  for  us  too.  Re- 
pentance belongs  not  only  at  the  beginning  but  at  the 
middle  and  at  the  end  of  Christian  experience.   If  we 
hearken  to  the  voice  of  Jesus  the  Christ  and  stop  try- 
ing to  use  him  to  ratify  our  purposes,  God  may  lead  us 
to  the  place  where  we  find  our  joy  in  furthering  His 
designs. 

As  John  Bright  has  put  it,  "No  longer  will  we  cry: 
spare  me;  spare  my  church;  spare  my  country  1  But:  use 
me;  use  my  church;  use  my  country- to  the  utmost  for  thy 
purposes  which  are  right  and  good!"  6 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

0  God,  forgive  us  the  opinions,  the 

causes,  the  prejudices  to  which  we 

have  affixed  Thy  name. 
Even  as  we  have  manipulated  people--so 

we  have  sought  to  manipulate  Thee. 
Open  us  this  Advent- tide  to  Thy  judgments 

which  are  true  and  righteous  altogether, 
As  we  open  our  hearts  to  receive  the  Christ 
In  His  Name  we  pray.       Amen. 
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